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Introduction
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The future of the international order will be decided as much at sea as on land. For centuries, the oceans were treated as spaces of connection—routes of trade, exploration and the projection of power—rather than as central political arenas in their own right. Today, that assumption is no longer valid. Maritime spaces have become decisive arenas where sovereignty, law, security, environmental change and technological transformation intersect. The sea is no longer merely the backdrop of global politics; it is one of its principal stages.

This transformation is driven by converging structural forces. Global trade remains overwhelmingly maritime. Submarine infrastructures—cables, pipelines and energy networks—have become critical to economic and strategic resilience. Climate change is reshaping coastlines, ecosystems and access to previously inaccessible regions. At the same time, the return of competition among major powers has reintroduced strategic rivalry into domains that were once governed primarily by cooperation and legal consensus. Taken together, these dynamics are altering how power is exercised, constrained and contested at sea.

Within this broader framework of maritime transformation, the Arctic Ocean has emerged as a frontier of systemic change. Melting ice is opening new navigation routes, exposing natural resources and redefining strategic depth. The Arctic has ceased to be a frozen periphery isolated from global politics and has become an increasingly accessible and contested space. It is here—at the intersection of maritime mobility, environmental vulnerability and strategic rivalry—that the limits of the existing international order become most visible.

This book argues that Greenland occupies a central position in this emerging maritime and Arctic order. Far from being a marginal or isolated territory, Greenland has become a strategic axis around which fundamental dimensions of contemporary geopolitics converge. Its geographical location connects the North Atlantic to the Arctic Ocean. The waters surrounding it form part of critical maritime lines of communication and emerging polar routes. Its territory and continental shelf are associated with resources of growing economic and strategic importance. And its political status places it at the intersection of local autonomy, Danish sovereignty, transatlantic security and global great-power competition.

Greenland cannot therefore be understood merely as a regional or Arctic case study. It must be analysed as a structural pivot in the reconfiguration of maritime order and international governance. Developments surrounding Greenland illuminate broader transformations in how sovereignty is exercised, how law mediates power, and how strategic competition adapts to environmental and technological change.

In categorical terms, Greenland exposes a fundamental tension at the heart of contemporary world politics: the coexistence of a maritime domain that is increasingly fluid, mobile and interconnected with institutional frameworks that remain rooted in territorial logics and assumptions of stability. The case of Greenland demonstrates how this tension is managed, contested and, at times, destabilised in practice.

At the centre of this analysis lies a reassessment of sovereignty at sea. Unlike territorial sovereignty on land, maritime sovereignty has always been partial, graduated and functional. It is exercised through jurisdiction rather than ownership; through presence rather than enclosure; through capability rather than permanence. The international law of the sea—particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)—reflects this distinctive logic by distributing rights and responsibilities across overlapping maritime zones.

Law alone, however, does not determine outcomes. Maritime order emerges from the interaction between legal norms, material capabilities, technological systems and political will. Surveillance, naval power, infrastructure and scientific knowledge shape how sovereignty is asserted and recognised. As maritime spaces become more accessible and strategically valuable, this interaction intensifies, revealing both the strengths and the limits of existing legal frameworks.

Greenland exemplifies this dynamic. Competing claims over the continental shelf, the management of exclusive economic zones, the protection of fragile ecosystems and the strategic interests of external powers converge in and around its waters. These processes are not anomalies; they are indicators of how maritime governance operates under conditions of systemic pressure.

The Arctic occupies a singular position in global politics. It is simultaneously a space of cooperation and competition, of scientific collaboration and military planning, of environmental protection and resource exploitation. For decades, Arctic governance was characterised by relative stability, sustained by international law, regional institutions and a shared interest in restraint. Climate change, however, is altering the material foundations of that stability.

As accessibility increases, the Arctic becomes more deeply integrated into global economic and strategic systems. This integration brings opportunities but also risks. It intensifies the interest of both Arctic and non-Arctic states, complicates existing governance arrangements and raises questions about the adequacy of current legal and institutional mechanisms. Greenland lies at the centre of these developments, both geographically and politically.

In this sense, the Arctic—and Greenland in particular—functions as a stress test for the contemporary international order. It reveals whether existing norms and institutions can adapt to rapid environmental change and renewed great-power competition, or whether fragmentation and unilateralism will ultimately prevail.

This book develops its argument progressively and cumulatively. It begins by establishing the conceptual foundations of maritime geopolitics, examining the sea as a political space shaped by power, mobility and law. It then traces the historical evolution of maritime legal regimes, culminating in the contemporary framework established by UNCLOS and related institutions. Building upon these foundations, the analysis turns to maritime security and strategic competition, highlighting the renewed importance of naval power, surveillance and maritime domain awareness.

Within this framework, the book analyses the Arctic as an emerging geopolitical frontier and situates Greenland within this changing context. Greenland is examined not only as a territorial entity but as a nexus of legal, strategic, economic and environmental dynamics. The final sections explore possible futures for Greenland and the Arctic system, assessing the implications of different trajectories for international order, governance and stability.

The central thesis of this book is that Greenland represents a critical axis in the transformation of the international order. It is a space where the logic of maritime sovereignty, the pressures of climate change and the realities of great-power competition intersect in particularly concentrated form. Understanding Greenland is therefore essential to understanding how the global order is evolving in an era defined by mobility, environmental constraint and strategic uncertainty.

By analysing Greenland through the lens of geopolitics, international law and maritime strategy, this book seeks to contribute not only to Arctic studies but also to broader debates on sovereignty, governance and power in a changing world. Greenland is not a peripheral concern of the international system; it is a mirror reflecting its future.
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Part I – Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations

Chapter 1 – The Sea as a Geopolitical Space
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Geopolitics, in its most classical sense, concerns the interaction between geography and political power. Thinkers such as Friedrich Ratzel, Halford Mackinder and Nicholas Spykman viewed the Earth’s surface as a strategic field whose physical configuration shaped the ambitions and limitations of states. From the outset, however, the maritime domain occupied a special place in this analysis. Alfred Thayer Mahan, in The Influence of Sea Power upon History (1890), argued that command of the sea determined the rise and fall of great powers. His interpretation transformed the ocean from a passive backdrop into a dynamic theatre of strategy, commerce and the projection of force.

To speak of a geopolitics of the sea is therefore to recognise that maritime space is not empty. It is a living continuum of political, economic and technological forces. The sea connects continents, yet also separates them; it enables trade, but also invasion; it serves simultaneously as shield and gateway. From the earliest mercantile empires to today’s maritime alliances, states have sought to control—or at least influence—the lines of communication that cross the oceans.

The notion of fluid geopolitics contrasts with the fixed logic of terrestrial power. While borders on land can be mapped and defended, the ocean resists enclosure. This mobility gives maritime geopolitics a lasting ambiguity: domination is achieved not through possession, but through movement, presence and surveillance. Naval power, logistical networks and legal regimes together define who truly commands the seas (Till, 2013).

Political power at sea is exercised through access, mobility and control of critical routes. Mahan identified six determinants of sea power: geographical position, physical conformation, extent of territory, size of population, national character and the character of government (Mahan, 1890). These determinants continue to illuminate modern maritime competition, albeit updated by technology and international law. Today, the balance of power depends on capabilities such as maritime domain awareness, satellite observation and submarine communications infrastructure.

Control of Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) is central. Chokepoints such as the Strait of Hormuz or the Strait of Malacca illustrate that geography continues to shape strategy even in the digital age. Whoever ensures safe passage through these arteries of global commerce exercises disproportionate influence over world affairs. For this reason, the geopolitical imagination of the sea has always been linked to both commerce and war. As Robert D. Kaplan observes in Asia's Cauldron (2014), competition for maritime access in the twenty-first century reflects the continental rivalries of previous centuries, now transposed onto an oceanic stage.

Maritime power also possesses a symbolic dimension. Presence at sea signifies sovereignty projected outward. A fleet anchored abroad communicates political will, not merely military readiness. The port, the shipyard and the naval academy become instruments of national identity. As Admiral James Stavridis observes in Sea Power: The History and Geopolitics of the World's Oceans (2017), nations that turn their gaze towards the sea tend to think globally, integrating economic, diplomatic and military policy into a coherent maritime vision.

If geopolitics describes how power relates to geography, maritime law prescribes how that geography should be used. The modern legal framework emerged from centuries of confrontation between advocates of closed seas and open seas. Mare Liberum (1609), by Hugo Grotius, declared the oceans res communis omnium—a common domain accessible to all. Mare Clausum (1635), by John Selden, defended the opposite view, arguing that seas could be enclosed under sovereign authority. The tension between these doctrines continues to shape the contemporary international order.

The culmination of this evolution was the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982), often described as the “constitution of the oceans”. It codified a graduated system of maritime zones that balances state sovereignty with common freedoms. Within internal waters and the territorial sea, the coastal state exercises near-total authority; beyond the territorial sea, rights diminish progressively through the contiguous zone, the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and the continental shelf. Beyond national jurisdiction lie the high seas and “the Area”, defined as the common heritage of humankind.

This stratified model institutionalises a geopolitical compromise. It recognises the desire of coastal states to manage nearby resources while maintaining the openness essential to international navigation. The principle of innocent passage allows foreign vessels to transit peacefully through territorial seas, symbolising the balance between sovereignty and connectivity.

As explained by Donald R. Rothwell and Tim Stephens in The International Law of the Sea (2010), law transforms potential conflicts into structured expectations, yet it does not eliminate the underlying strategic competition that accompanies economic exploitation and naval presence.

Maritime geopolitics is inseparable from the global economy. More than 80 per cent of international trade by volume is transported by sea. Ocean resources—fish stocks, hydrocarbons, seabed minerals and renewable energy—constitute a strategic reservoir whose exploitation requires both technology and jurisdictional clarity. Control over these resources influences not only economic development but also energy security and political power.

The twentieth century witnessed successive waves of “maritime enclosure” as states expanded their claims over adjacent waters. The concept of the Exclusive Economic Zone, introduced during the Third United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea, reflected this new economic geography: sovereignty limited in function yet vast in spatial extent. As Alexander Micallef writes in The Blue Economy Handbook (2019), the EEZ redefined national interest from the coastline to two hundred nautical miles offshore, multiplying opportunities but also responsibilities.

Environmental change now adds a new layer to maritime geopolitics. Rising sea levels threaten coastal infrastructure and may alter the baselines from which maritime zones are measured. Polar ice melt opens new routes and exposes previously inaccessible resources, reigniting debates about ownership and stewardship. The challenge, as Stavridis (2017) notes, lies in reconciling the imperatives of national interest with the necessity of planetary sustainability. Ocean governance thus becomes both a matter of security and of survival.

The sea has always been a theatre of competition and conflict. From the triremes of classical antiquity to modern aircraft-carrier strike groups, maritime forces have symbolised the outer limits of state power. For Mahan (1890), command of the sea did not merely signify naval victory; it meant the capacity to secure lines of communication, project influence and sustain commerce. That perception remains the foundation of modern maritime security.

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, maritime power has evolved from imperial expansion to global management. The oceans have become the connective tissue of globalisation: most energy flows, food supply chains and data transmission depend on uninterrupted maritime infrastructure. Consequently, any disruption at sea—whether through piracy, terrorism, interstate rivalry or natural disaster—immediately reverberates through global systems of trade and governance.

The spectrum of maritime threats has widened. Traditional naval confrontation now coexists with asymmetric and non-conventional challenges. Piracy off the Horn of Africa and in the Gulf of Guinea has demonstrated how fragile governance on land translates into insecurity at sea. Smuggling, human trafficking and illegal fishing undermine not only national jurisdictions but also regional stability. More recently, a cyber dimension has emerged within the maritime domain: digital control systems, port logistics and submarine cables have become strategic targets.

Naval forces therefore perform multiple roles—deterrence, crisis response, humanitarian assistance, environmental protection and law enforcement. Geoffrey Till, in Seapower: A Guide for the Twenty-First Century (2013), describes this expansion as the transition from “navy” to “maritime force”, an institution integrating military, policing and diplomatic functions. The same vessel that projects power may also deliver aid or enforce environmental regulations. This flexibility underscores the dual nature of maritime geopolitics: coercion and cooperation are often two sides of the same coin.

Alliances amplify this effect. From the Standing Naval Forces of NATO to multinational counter-piracy missions, collective maritime security reflects a shared dependence on freedom of navigation. Yet cooperation coexists with competition. The resurgence of great-power rivalry has transformed maritime regions into arenas of strategic signalling: the South China Sea, the Eastern Mediterranean and the Arctic Ocean illustrate how geography and technology interact with national ambition. As Kaplan (2014) emphasises, the oceans have become the frontiers of a multipolar world, where no state can guarantee order alone but all great powers must defend their interests.

Maritime security also intersects with international law. UNCLOS provides the legal vocabulary of presence and limitation, yet interpretation is inevitably political. Freedom-of-navigation operations, exclusive economic rights and seabed exploration licences are all instruments of strategic diplomacy. The enforcement of maritime law thus becomes an indirect means of asserting legitimacy and capability. In this sense, the geopolitics of the sea concerns not only who possesses or controls, but who can act—and sustain that action across time and distance.

Having examined the historical, legal, economic and security dimensions, it becomes possible to outline a coherent theory of maritime geopolitics. Such a theory must integrate four interrelated layers: space, law, power and environment. Each shapes the behaviour of states and other actors within the maritime system.

1. Space – The sea is a spatial continuum characterised by fluidity rather than fixity. Its geography does not delimit but connects. Geopolitical analysis must therefore move from the cartographic logic of territory to a network logic of flows. Maritime power is measured less by possession than by access, reach and persistence.

2. Law – Legal regimes translate geography into rights and obligations. UNCLOS and related conventions distribute authority across concentric zones, producing what may be called “graduated sovereignty”. States project power through legal instruments as much as through fleets. Diplomatic negotiations over delimitation, resource exploitation or environmental protection form part of the same continuum as strategic manoeuvre.

3. Power – Maritime power remains central to the balance of the international system. The capacity to secure commerce, defend sea routes and influence distant theatres grants maritime powers a lasting strategic advantage. Yet power is now multidimensional: it includes scientific research capability, shipbuilding industries, maritime finance and digital infrastructure. The ocean is no longer only a battlefield but also a laboratory and a marketplace.

4. Environment – The ecological condition of the sea is becoming a determinant of geopolitics. Climate change, ocean acidification and biodiversity loss redefine what states can extract or defend. Rising sea levels may redraw coastlines and displace population centres, altering the strategic map. In The Ocean of Life (2012) and The Sea and Civilization (2013), Callum Roberts and Lincoln Paine emphasise that humanity’s survival is now intertwined with the responsible management of the marine environment. Environmental resilience has thus become an element of national security.
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